









GOVERNANCE OF LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN 
SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA: 





























GOVERNANCE OF LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN 
SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA: 





















Comments are welcome and should be addressed to the author: 
c/o ORPAS - Institute of Social Studies - P.O. Box 29776 
































The Institute of Social Studies is Europe’s longest-established centre of higher education 
and research in development studies. Post-graduate teaching programmes range from 
six-week diploma courses to the PhD programme. Research at ISS is fundamental in the 
sense of laying a scientific basis for the formulation of appropriate development policies. 
The academic work of ISS is disseminated in the form of books, journal articles, 
teaching texts, monographs and working papers. The Working Paper series provides a 
forum for work in progress which seeks to elicit comments and generate discussion. The 
series includes the research of staff, PhD participants and visiting fellows, and 
outstanding research papers by graduate students. 
For a list of available Working Papers and how to order, see the last page of this 
Working Paper. 
Some of the latest Working Papers are published full text (or abstract and content page) 
on the website: www.iss.nl ((Publications / Working Papers Series). 
 
  For further information contact: 
 ORPAS  -  Institute of Social Studies - P.O. Box 29776 
  2502LT The Hague - The Netherlands - FAX: +31 70 4260799 




This paper is a critical reflection on recent theories of local and regional 
economic development.
*T One of the central messages of this growing literature 
concerns a positive sum game of the governance of local economic development. That 
is to say, that actors such as entrepreneurs and their associations, communities and 
their organisations and local government agencies have an interest and an ability to 
work together, to undertake public, collective and joint action, to generate synergies 
and to commit resources through partnerships in order to promote local economic 
development. 
In this paper we will argue that the local governance problem in Sub Saharan 
Africa may be more complicated that this literature suggests. If we present the 
governance problem as a dance, then not all dancers may be present on the dance 
floor and the ones who are there may not be dancing the same dance. 
The paper examines i) the position and strengths of local governments which 
received important impulses through decentralisation policies, ii) the roles of business 
associations which in Africa have been growing in recent years, and, iii) community 
associational activity which is widespread in Sub Saharan Africa. 
The paper concludes that there are relatively few actors ‘on the dance floor’ and 
that they are dancing according to their own scripts or rhythms. There is as yet little 
‘acting in concert’. Growth coalitions between local governments and private sector 
or between government and community associations, as they have been found 
elsewhere, may not yet exist in Africa. The paper calls for more empirical work on 
case studies of the governance of local economic development in Africa. 
 
 
                                                 
*An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Second RLDS International Policy Research 
Workshop on Local Economic Development and Globalisation, organised by the Regional & Local 





2  LOCALISED NATURE OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT................................3  
  Local capabilities of an area .....................................................................................8 
3  CONDITIONS FOR LED IN AFRICA....................................................................9 
4  DECENTRALISATION, LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND GOVERNANCE....13 
Decentralisation, local government and governance in SSA..................................15 
Local governments and local economic development............................................19 
5  ENTREPRENEURS AND BUSINESS ASSOCIATIONS....................................21 
Entrepreneurial groups............................................................................................23 
Degree of associability............................................................................................25 
BAs and (de)centralisation of state structures ........................................................26 
6 COMMUNITIES  AND  COMMUNITY BASED ASSOCIATIONS ....................28 
7  BRINGING LINES TOGETHER: COMPETENCE FOR LED POLICY OR 
ACTING ‘IN CONCERT’......................................................................................37 
REFERENCES ..............................................................................................................41 
APPENDICES ...............................................................................................................46 
 
 